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Sodom and Gomorrah:
The Use of Mandeville's Travels
1n Cleanness
by
Liam 0. Purdon
Doane College

The Pearl-Poet's late fourteenth-century appropriation in Cleanness of a
mid-fourteenth century work, Mandeville's Travels, has been an established
fact since the publication of Robert J. Menner's edition of the poem. 1 The
poet uses the Travels as a source for two important episodes: the description
of Sodom and Gomorrah's cataclysmic destruction and the description of
Belshazzar's brief and idolatrous reign in Babylon. While many points of
connection between the Travels and Cleanness in the Sodom and Gomorrah
episode have been identified, the poet's dependence on Mandeville in this
scene raises two questions that have not yet been satisfactorily answered. The
first of these is, Why does the poet borrow details from a book virtually
unknown in England before 1371? The second is, Why does the poet
significantly alter parts of this source as he includes them in his description
of apocalyptic devastation?
As early as 1920, Menner partially answered the first question when
discussing the Pearl-Poet's borrowing of Mandeville's tale of Oriental splendor in the description of Belshazzar's feast, the second significant example
ofborrowingfrom Mandeville i.n the poem. The use ofMandeville's descrip·
tion, he pointed out, provides ornamentation lacking in the Vulgate text of
the Bible, the chief source of Cleanness. 2 This point of view, since then, has
not been unpopular. In discussing the Pearl-Poet's use of available sources,
Margaret Williams, for example, reiterates the view that the poet chooses
Mandeville's Travels for its legendary matter and descriptions of Oriental
glamor, both of which appealed to the medieval English sensibility. 3 However,
while it is now clear the poet uses the French work for the richness of its
narrative descriptions, we also know he chooses the Travels because, as
Donald Howard has recently demonstrated, it possesses a convincing
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authenticity, like other contemporary travel literature. 4 By appropriating
passages from the Travels, the Pearl-Poet employs a ready, authoritative means
of furthering the miraculous in his poem without minimizing the work's
narrative realism_
While the Pearl-Poet's concern for realism is easily understood in light
of the nature and purpose of homiletic art, his reasons for noticeably choosing and creatively altering parts of this "authentic" source are not. Indeed,
the way in which he appropriates this source, though characterized as an
example of artistic freedom,5 appears to be at cross-purposes with the very
reasons he chooses this source in the first place. That is to say, the degree
to which he alters his source appears to invalidate its authenticity. However,
if the poet's creative appropriation of Mandeville in this episode is viewed
as a means by which he introduces the commonplace medieval doctrine of
the secunda mors 6 for the purpose of reinforcing the eschatological dimension of apocalyptic destruction, then his reasons for choosing and altering
this source and for combining the result with the biblical source of the
Sodom and Gomorrah destruction episode become clear. Before investigating
these reasons, however, it will be necessary, first, to recall what the poet
specifically borrows and how he alters it.
Carleton F. Brown lists six significant instances of borrowing from
Mandeville's Travels. The first of these is the description of the floating lead
and sinking feather; the second, of the barren coastal region; the third, of
the undying submerged man; the fourth, of the fruit of Sodom; the fifth,
of marine bitumen; and the sixth, of the sea's bitterness. The Pearl-Poet borrows the first two examples nearly verbatim, the only significant difference
being the absence in the poem of the explanatory sentence "Et ce sont choses
contre nature"' following the description of the lead and feather. The third
passage, on the other hand, is considerably altered. In the Travels, Mandeville
states that beast, man, or any other living creature cannot die in the sea, as
has been proven many times by men who have not died after having been
left by way of punishment in the sea for three or four days. The Pearl-Poet
states that living things may not linger'in the sea; he adds, however, that
though one dwell in the sea a month, one must live there forever without
experiencing death, in a perpetual state of perdition ("losying evermore").
Though the poet does not dramatically depart from his source in the remaining instances of borrowing, his further appropriations also do not lack subtle
additions or deletions.
In his borrowing of the fruit of Sodom, for example, the poet uses the
rhetorical device of amplificatio, lengthening the list of coastal fruit trees one
can see near the Dead Sea. In addition, he departs from the original by identifying the Dead Sea as "pat terne of traytoures" (1041). In his borrowing of
the description of marine bitumen, the poet subtly departs again from
Mandeville by describing the caustic effect of the soil which contains
the bitumen (1040) and by deleting a size comparison between pieces
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of bitumen and a horse, on the one hand, and by adding a reference to
"aspaltoun" and "spyserez," on the other. In his final borrowing, the poet
appears to follow his source carefully, lifting the phrase "alum and alkaran"
directly from the French. Yet, instead of using the phrase as Mandeville does
to describe what grows ("croissent") around the sea, the Pearl-Poet incorporates it in a sentence describing the cursed nature of the sea and of the
chemical effect the sea water has on coastline clay.
The moralizing element in these appropriations of the Travels needs hardly
be remarked. The way in which the Travels enables the poet to weave the
doctrine of the secunda mors into the fabric of his narrative, however,
demonstrates an artistic subtlety and purpose that command our attention.
The poet's description of the unnatural physics of the Dead Sea is one
notable example. From the standpoint either of modern or of medieval
physics, the sinking of the feather in the sea or the lead's floating on the
sea's surface is absurd. Lead's density is far greater than that of the feather.
However, the poet ignores this obvious law of physics. Indeed, he does not
include in his poem the explanatory sentence "Et cc sont contre nature"
found in the source. This alteration of the source does not leave him with
a simple, bare miracle. Rather it provides him with an analogy of the effect
of the secunda mars, which he carefully includes in the middle of the episode.
According to Augustine, the author of the doctrine, physical death results
from the parting of the soul and body at the moment of the cessation of
mortal life. This separation he designates as the mars prima, or the first
death. 8 Accordingly, spiritual death occurs before the first death when the
soul, through the perverse act of the will, has allowed itself to be bereft of
the life it derives from God. The "Death of the Whole Man," the intermediate
stage between the mars prima and the secunda mars, follows when one who
is suffering a spiritual death experiences the mars prima (510). What
distinguishes the secunda mars from the mars prima and the "Death of the
Whole Man," for Augustine, however, is his understanding of the effect
physical death has on a soul that is bereft of the life it derives from God.
For Augustine, and for all of the theologians and artists who believed in and
transmitted this doctrine,9 dying in this perilous condition causes the dead
body and dead soul to cohere and exchange properties so that they might
suffer eternal mutual pain (510-11). This eternal mutual pain, Augustine adds,
becomes grievous because in their postmortem cohering the body is enabled
to perceive pain while the soul is enabled to feel torment (5fl).
Now, while the Pearl-Poet appropriates the lead/feather description to
demonstrate how the sea wars against all properties of nature, he also deftly
uses the description as a subtle analogy of the secunda mars's full effect. This
certainly does not come as any surprise since the Dead Sea's description is
intended to depict the destruction of abject sinners and malefactors. Thus,
the transformed properties of the piece of lead and of the feather correspond
directly to the transformed properties of the body and soul in this state. That
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is to say, the transformed property of the piece of lead corresponds to the
transformed condition of the body, an occurrence that results in the body's
perception of pain; the transformed property of the feather corresponds to
the transformed condition of the soul, an occurrence that results in the soul's
feeling torment.
The description of the unnatural flora around the Dead Sea also provides
the poet with an analogy of the state leading to the secunda mars. His addition of the phrase "by pat terne of traytores" (1041) to Mandeville's lines
introduces the secunda mors by recalling those whose portion is being cast
into the apocalyptic pool of fire (Apocalypse 21.8). But, while he tells us the
fruit trees are the most beautiful to behold, he also adds that when the fruit
is either bruised , broken, or bitten into, there is "No worldez goud hit
wythinne, bot wyndowande askes" (1047-48) . A close comparison of the
Travels and Cleanness reveals that the poet does not depart from his source
except in his use of the term askes. In this instance there is no real reason
to alter imaginatively the source, for the lines here borrowed from Mandeville
provide him with the apt analogy he once again seeks, this time to conclude
the destruction episode. The Dead Sea coastal trees, he tell us, are bereft
of the source of their propagatory power, their seed. This condition corresponds to the death of the soul, the perilous condition in which the body
is alive but the soul is dead since it is bereft of the source of its propagatory
spiritual power, the life it derives from God. Thus, lacking the power to
reproduce themselves, the fruit trees offer an ironic symbol of the absence
of resurrection, for it is through a tree, the Cross, that eternal life is given
to humankind. What is more, this ironic symbol establishes another point
of connection between the barren trees and the doctrine, inasmuch as the
absence of propagation-that is, the absence of resurrection-is a direct
analogy of the condition the body and soul experience in an eternity
of torment.
The Pearl-Poet's appropriation of the undying submerged man, a
demonstrably remarkable element in the poet's description of Sodom and
Gomorrah's cataclysmic destruction, is the most artistically subtle means by
which the poet enriches his narrative with the representation of the
eschatological peril implicit in a life of sin. Following his source, he states
that if anyone is pushed into the sea by way of punishment he must remain
in that submarine world without ever dying. Departing from his source,
however, the poet adds that one must remain in the sea "in losying evermore" (1031). That he describes this submarine confinement as perdition
("losying evermore") establishes an exact correspondence to the doctrine,
for the secunda mors and perdition are synonymous. This exact correspondence, in turn, sheds new light on one's inability to die in the sea. In other
words, by establishing this correspondence, the poet deftly shifts the emphasis
from Mandeville's view that no living thing can die in the sea to the doctrine
that the punished man can never find release by suffering death or the
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mors prima, the necessary evil which allows for the union of the soul and
spiritual body at the Last Judgment. Thus, by subtly and significantly changing the stress in his source, the poet creates an emblem of the conditions
of the "Death of the Whole Man" and the secunda mors or being "in death,"
which the physics of the punished man's submarine confinement suggests
metaphorically.
Overlooked by Brown also is the creatively appropriated anecdotal history
of the Dead Sea's naming, which the Pearl-Poet incorporates in the initial
lines of this episode for the purpose of introducing the doctrinally transformed account of destruction. 10 In the Travels, Mandeville indicates that
the Dead Sea is so named because it neither runs nor is movable: "Et ce est
vn lac" (283). In other words, the sea's most obvious physical property is the
source of its name. In Cleanness, however, the poet indicates the sea has
received its name partially because it destroyed sin and partially because
the "dedez of depe" endure in it yet:

a stynkande stanc pat stryed synne,
pat ever ofs[mell]e and ofsmach, smarte to fele.
Forpy pe clerk Dede See hit is demed evermore,
For hit dedez of debe puren pere Jet.
(1018-21)
While the sea's destruction of sin, conspicuously m1ssmg in Mandeville
(283), 11 is reminiscent of the apocalyptic pool of fire, the persistence of the
deeds of death directly corresponds to the doctrine of the secunda mors in
that it provides an analogy of the dead body and dead soul's eternal post·
mortem cohering, the source of their eternal mutual pain. In other words,
it is a concise analogy of the state of being "in death," the most horrifying
aspect of perdition. Accordingly, the poet's subsequent assertions-nothing
living can remain in the sea and the sea wars against all properties of nature,
an imaginative addition to the episode-take on new meaning. The sea's
warring against nature offers another implicit way of understanding the eternal mutual pain suffered by the soul and body in the secunda mors, inasmuch
as the pain, as Augustine indicates, results from the soul's being "held in
the body against her will." 12 That "no3t may lenge in pat lake pat any lyf
berez" (1023), likewise, suggests the secunda mors, since the living-that is, the
individual whose soul is not bereft of the life it derives from God-can only
experience the mors prima. Thus, the poet achieves another irony here, not
by altering the line from his source, but by carefully altering the context
in which he reworks the borrowed line.
While the Pearl-Poet's appropriation of the Travels obviously gives his
work ornamentation and authenticity, it is also demonstrably clear that the
incorporation of lines from the Travels enables the poet to introduce the
commonplace doctrine of the secunda mors. Why the poet weaves this
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doctrine into the fabric of this episode can be partially explained by the
emphasis the poet places in the entire work on the need for salvation
through repentance and the avoidance of sin. 1 3 It is true, too, as Daniel
W. O'Bryan shows, that the poet uses "dramatic expansion" as a way of
transforming "an essentially stark, monochromatic account of God's wrath
into dynamic poetry." 14 From what we have just seen, it is not difficult to
understand how the incorporation of the lines from the Travels might comprise another part of this program. But the poet's principal reason for using
Mandeville to introduce the salient features of the doctrine into the lines
of this episode is to establish an anagogic dimension to this rendering of
cataclysmic destruction. By doing this, he not only creates powerful, dynamic
poetry that reveals the creative complexity of the homiletic imagination, but he also achieves his purpose as homilist by thoroughly educating
his audience regarding the mysteries of postmortem damnation in an
intellectual as well as an affective way.
NOTES
1. "Purity": A Middle English Poem, ed. RobertJ. Menner (1920; reprint, n.p.: Archon,
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edition of the poem will appear parenthetically in the text. For further discussion
of this episode, also see Carleton F. Brown, "Note on the Dependence of Cleanness
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